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Senator Strom Thurmond

Senator Strom Thurmond (R-SC) is President Pro Tempore of the
U. S. Senate, Chairman of the Senate Judiciary Committee, ranking
majority member of the Armed Services Committee, and ranking
majority member of the Veterans Affairs Committee.
Senator Thurmond was born in Edgefield, South Carolina. He re
ceived his Bachelor of Science degree from Clemson University and
studied law under his father. He is married to the former Nancy
Moore, of Aiken. They are the parents of four children - Nancy
Moore, Strom 11, Julie, and Paul - and make their home in Aiken,
South Carolina.
Senator Thurmond's service to his state and nation span over half
a century. A former high school teacher and athletic coach, school
superintendent, county and city attorney, state circuit judge, state
legislator, governor, major general in the Army Reserve, and presiden
tial candidate, Senator Thurmond enjoys the distinction of being the
only member of the U. S. Senate ever elected to that high office by
write-in vote. As President Pro Tempore of the Senate, Senator Thur
mond is third in line of succession to the Presidency.

Preface

On October 29, 1981, Senator Thurmond announced his decision
to place his public papers and memorabilia of office at his alma mater.
In turn, the Board of Trustees of Clemson University unveiled plans
to construct and endow The Strom Thurmond Center for Excellence
in Government and Public Service. The Strom Thurmond Center, the
most ambitious educational and research program ever undertaken
by Clemson, will consist of a performing arts facility, a continuing
education building, and The Strom Thurmond Institute of Govern
ment and Public Affairs, which will house the Senator's papers and
serve as the main program component for important initiatives in
teaching, research, and public service for the benefit of the people
of South Carolina and the nation.
On August 26, 1982, Senator Thurmond returned to the Clemson
University campus to launch the programs of the Thurmond Institute.
On that occasion, he presented the address reprinted here.
A traditional conservative himself, Senator Thurmond provides in
his address some unique insights into the evolution of conservative
doctrine, both theoretically and from the standpoint of one who has
been a major participant in that process. His message is timely and
deserving of careful consideration by all who seek a better under
standing of current trends in American politics.

Horace W. Fleming
Director
The Strom Thurmond Institute
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Thurmond Institute Lectures

Conservatism in America Today
It is always a pleasure for me to return to my Alma Mater, and to
visit with students and faculty with whom I share such a strong bond.
Clemson University is certainly one of the finest institutions of higher
learning in the Nation, and I look forward to participating in this
discussion and exchange of ideas.
Today, I would like to speak about conservatism in America. My
remarks will center on the evolution of the new conservative move
ment in this country. I will try to identify the groups which comprise
the new conservatism and discuss the major principles which are at
the core of this movement.
Recently, there have been articles which purport to show that there
is no new conservatism afoot in the Nation. Just as many analysts did
not accurately sense the mood of the Nation prior to the 1980 elec
tions, I believe that many people are incorrectly analyzing the situa
tion today. Although it may be true that the percentages of people
who are willing to classify themselves have remained fairly constant
for the last 10 years - generally, 35% conservative, 40% middle of the
road, and 18% liberal - there has been a change in the philosophy
of many of these people.
Many of those who call themselves "mode·rates" share similar views
with "conservatives" on one or more of the issues which are most
often used to determine if a person is conservative. While we will talk
about these conservative issues in depth later in our discussion, it
is sufficient at this point to say that there certainly is a new attitude
in this country today. If pollsters and political scientists are indicating
that there is no increased conservatism today, these analysts may be
right in one sense. Maybe, as I believe, there has always been a con
servative tendency among the people of this Nation. Now, that at
titude is being expressed more openly and forcefully.
There are several factors which lend empirical proof to the existence
of strong conservatism in America today. First, for the first time in
half a century, we have a President who is truly a conservative by
almost any definition of the term. Second, the Senate is now con
trolled, for the first time since 1954, by the Republican Party, which
is generally acknowledged as the more conservative of our two na
tional parties. Although the Senate is not as clearly conservative as
party control may indicate, it certainly is the most conservative group
of Senators who have served during my 28 years of experience in that
body. Third, the House of Representatives, although nominally con
trolled by the Democratic Party, has a working majority coalition of
conservatives on most issues.
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Additionally, the President is capable of summoning up massive
popular support for his conservative programs every time he seeks
it. Finally, one real indicator of the political climate is the tone of most
recent political campaigns. Even those candidates who are considered
liberal have espoused more traditionally conservative views. The real
question for students of the American political scene, then, is not
whether this new conservatism exists, but instead, what is the basis
for this movement, and where is it likely to go from here.
Evolution of Conservative Trend

The term "conservatism" has had a varied meaning throughout
American political history. At the time of Thomas Jefferson, it was con
sidered liberal to oppose the intervention of the government in the
free enterprise system, because the right to private property was con
sidered one of the basic freedoms. Yet today, this laissez faire
philosophy of Adam Smith is considered conservative; and since the
New Deal, it has been a liberal position to call for government inter
vention in the economy, such as labor laws, consumer protection,
and environmental regulations.
In the period before World War 11, it was liberals who were calling
for U.S. involvement in the war in Europe, yet during the 1960's and
?O's, it was liberal to oppose U. S. intervention overseas, while con
servatives called for the use of U.S. power where our interests might
be adversely affected. So, we start our discussion of the new conser
vatism with the knowledge that political labels are, at best, shorthand
for a number of complex ideas which do, however, tend to reflect a
common attitude about government.
The genesis for the conservative trend which most recently
culminated in victory during the 1980 elections was the election of
Franklin Delano Roosevelt to the Presidency in 1932. The law of
physics, which states that for every action there is an opposite reac
tion, can often be applied to politics; the policies of the New Deal
created the impetus for the new conservatism.
In 1932, the country faced severe conditions brought about by a
world-wide economic crisis. President Roosevelt came to office
without a real plan for recovery, other than his willingness to try any
approach which might pull the country out of the Depression. One
of the ideas which President Roosevelt applied in his New Deal pro
gram was the economic theory of John Maynard Keynes. The
Keynesian theory of economics held that it was acceptable to have
government deficits, especially if these deficits were used to stimulate
consumer demand, which was supposed to get the economy mov
ing. This theory provided the justification for government interven
tion in the economy. With this intervention, the rationale for the New
Deal and the new role of the federal government in the economy were
established.
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As the government became more involved in the economy, the at
titude of the American public toward Washington became one where
more people began to rely on the federal government. Some saw this
popular acceptance of the government's role in the economy as a will
ingness by the American people to let government become involved
in other areas of American life. The rationale for government interven
tion, which had been developed in response to a national economic
crisis, was transformed into a rationale for having the federal govern
ment involve itself in social issues. This interventionist liberalism has
been the dominant force on the American political scene for the last
half century.
Perhaps the most obvious, and for many conservatives the most ob
jectionable, expression of this attitude was the activist judiciary under
guidance from the Warren Court. For conservative critics, this activism
represented the usurpation of the legislative function by the judicial
branch, as judges formed a consensus to push forward social fron
tiers, a consensus which often could not be created in the proper
legislative forum.
There were always critics of the New Deal policies, but this opposi
tion was generally fighting a holding action - a battle to prevent fur
ther violations of what conservatives considered the proper role of
government. Although Republicans did occasionally manage to cap
ture the White House and Congress, those elected were not conser
vatives like the conservatives of today. The Democratic Party was the
party of the New Deal, and the Republican Party was controlled by
the wing of the GOP characterized by political scientists as the "Wall
Street" wing, that is, those traditional Republicans from the Northeast
who were considered the monied interests of the Party. The other
faction in the Party, more closely associated with today's new con
servatism, was known as the "main street Republicans:' These were
Republicans from other areas of the country, notably the Midwest,
who shared little association with the Eastern establishment.
The "main streeters" did not actually gain control of the Republican
Party until 1964, when they were essential to the nomination of Senator
Barry Goldwater to head the Presidential ticket. Although Goldwater
lost the election, 1964 became a milestone in the conservative move
ment for three reasons. First, the "main streeters" learned that they
could control the Republican Party by grassroots organization, a lesson
which has not been lost on them. Second, Ronald Reagan was heavily
influenced by the Goldwater candidacy. It was the 1964 election which
really launched his political career, a career which has culminated
in the Presidency. Third, the Republican Party made tremendous in
roads in the South. For the first time since Reconstruction, the Solid
South became a linchpin for the Republican Party. This would not
have been possible except for the 1948 States' Rights Democratic Party
race, which pulled 4 solid Democratic states away from the Democratic
4

Party for the first time in over 100 years. Of course, 1964 was also an
important year for me personally, because in 1964 I decided that my
personal philosophy, and that of my constituents, could be best ad
vanced in the Republican Party.
The conservative movement was revived to some extent with the
election of Richard Nixon, but Watergate which followed was seen
by some as a repudiation of conservative principles, as well as a
repudiation of the Nixon Administration. Although this obviously was
not the case, the Watergate era did have a negative effect on the con
servative movement. However, neither Nixon nor his successor Gerald
Ford was truly conservative in the sense of the new conservatism.
The renaissance of the conservative movement awaited the Presiden
tial campaign of Ronald Reagan. Many conservatives who had been
disappointed by the conservative-sounding Jimmy Carter supported
Reagan with all the effort they could muster. Now President Reagan
is in the White House, and new conservatives are, in large part, respon
sible for his election.
Forces Behind the Movement

u

To understand the new conservatism, we must look at the groups
which have coalesced to form this movement. Of course, the most
important participants in the movement are those Americans who
have supported and elected conservative officials, but for this discus
sion we are focusing on those groups which principally comprise the
new conservatism.
First, there are the traditional conservatives, those people who have
been voices in the wilderness because for so long they pressed un
successfully for the ideas which are now popular. Their success has
been limited because they were forced to operate in a political world
controlled by those who still felt that more government was the
answer to all problems. For years, these traditionals have argued for
less government, smaller federal budgets, and increased military
spending. (For example, I would include persons like Barry Goldwater
and William Buckley in this group.)
The efforts of these traditional conservatives have laid the ground
work for much of the legislation which will certainly be supported
by the newer members of the movement. The role of these traditionals
cannot be overlooked or overestimated, for these are the people who
have kept the conservative philosophy alive and furnished the only
real check on the liberal forces which have controlled this country
for the last fifty years. For many years, these traditionals also served
as the only real national leaders of the movement.
The next element in the movement is the so-called "new right:'
These groups are relatively new to the political scene, appearing most
often in t he last several years. These groups normally share common
5

characteristics: a high degree of organization; skill at using the latest
technology, including direct mail campaigns and media advertising;
and the ability to generate grassroots responses. These people repre
sent the frontier of new conservatism. They are a response to their
more liberal counterparts on the left; they dislike compromise, and
they want rapid change. They believe fervently in what they are do
ing because the issues they support are extremely important to them.
As relative newcomers to the political scene, they are often criticized
for a lack of "political skills:' In fact, it is their dogged dedication, their
initiatives, and their success which have made them the target of bitter
criticism from old-line liberals. (The new right includes people like
Richard Viguerie, the direct mailing expert, and Terry Dolan, Director
of NCPAC.)
A third, closely related force is the conservative religious movement.
These groups are often closely associated with the new right groups,
but they are a distinct element in the new conservatism. These groups,
as well as the new right, also have been the subject of much debate.
As a rule, they are devoted to one or more principles which they feel
have a religious basis, and they are willing to put their contributions,
usually limited financial resources but important in-kind services, at
the disposal of those candidates who they feel will help restore moral
ity to government. (Reverend Jerry Falwell and other members of the
Moral Majority are in this group.)
Despite all of the criticism these groups have received, they are
another example of a long history of participation in the political world
by religious groups. From the abolition movement through the civil
rights movement, clergy and persons with religious motivations have
attempted to have society and the government reflect and enforce
what they believe are proper moral standards.
A fourth major group, which would have to be discussed because
of its name if for no other reason, is the "neo-conservatives:' These
people are somewhat unlike the other three major groups. For the
most part, they are former Democrats who have lost faith in the federal
government. These neo-conservatives are essentially disgruntled
liberals who have decided that the old liberal answers are no longer
sufficient. They have been labelled conservative because no other
label really fits them. Characteristics of this group are their intellec
tualism and their strong advocacy of a strong U.S. defense. These
people have provided, in part, an intellectual basis for the new move
ment by pointing out the inconsistencies and failures of the liberal
approach. (U.N. Ambassador Jeane Kirkpatrick is an example of a neo
conservative.)
Core Ideology

These four groups form the core of the new conservatism, and
although they by no means share similar beliefs on all matters, they
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do share, to a large extent, a belief in certain basic ideas. Basic to all
of these groups is their lack of confidence in the federal government
as it exists today. Some of these people never believed that the federal
government should undertake the role that it has; others have recently
come to that conclusion.
As corollaries to this basic lack of faith in the government, four
dominant themes can be seen in the development of the new con
servatism: a desire for a strong economy, free of government interven
tion; less government intrusion in the lives of individuals; a resurgence
of traditional values; and a belief in a strong military.
So far, the economic issue has dominated the agenda for the new
conservatives, because the economy is our most pressing problem.
While there may be varying degrees of support for supply-side
economics among the new conservatives, there is total agreement that
a redefinition of the government's role in the economy is essential.
Contrary to the long-standing liberal belief that the government
should operate at ever-increasing deficits to fund programs which are
largely ineffective, conservatives believe that the government is the
source of, not the cure for, our economic woes.
While traditional conservatives have long favored a balanced budget
as the cure for inflation, the Administration has opted first for tax relief,
which might never exist otherwise. However, the Administration is
supporting a Constitutional amendment which I introduced to
balance the federal budget. This amendment has already passed the
Senate, and there certainly is a feeling among conservatives that the
economic program of this nation is at last turning toward sensibility
and fiscal responsibility.
A second dominant theme of the new movement is the belief that
the federal government has tampered for too long with the lives of
individuals. This position may, at first glance, seem inconsistent for
conservatives, because liberals normally call themselves champions
of individual rights. However, conservatives are concerned about the
rights of individuals in another sense. For example, while liberals con
centrate their concerns on the rights of those accused of crime, the
new conservatives are concerned about the right of individuals and
families to live in safe and wholesome communities. They feel that
parents should be allowed to have their children attend neighborhood
schools and that those children should be protected from
pornography.
Of course, this does not mean that conservatives are not concerned
about criminal matters; they most assuredly are. However, conser
vatives tend to view the criminal law from the perspective of the vic
tim, not the criminal. Concern about crime is an important issue with
conservatives, not only because so many people are affected by crime,
but because these conservatives feel that the right to personal safety
is one of the most important rights of every individual. This perspec-
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~ there is nothing- wrong with using that same government to help
restore morals. Again, disdain is focused on the activist courts which
took away the right of voluntary prayer in public school.
Other traditional values which permeate the new conservatism are
the belief in a tight-knit community, the work ethic, and individualism.
Conservatives believe in the meritocracy: a person should rise or fall
by his own efforts, and no one should be penalized in the absence
of his wrongdoing, no matter what social goal is to benefit from this
action. Individual effort and incentive, as well as community concern,
will replace the federal government in creating economic growth and
social assistance.
Finally, the new conservatives share a desire for a strong national
defense, not only because it is wise and necessary for the U.S. to be
able to protect itself, but because our country has a moral obliga
tion to counter the efforts of the Soviet Union and other freedom
denying forces around the world. This is not a rebirth of manifest
destiny, but merely the realization that if the United States does not
supply this moral and physical deterrent, none will exist.
While there are certainly other issues which concern various groups
and individuals in the new conservative movement, these four issues
- fiscal responsibility, opposition to government intervention in the
lives of individuals, an attachment to traditional American values, and
support for a strong national defense - represent the core ideology
of the new conservatism in America todav.
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Promising Future

There has been a monumental shift in the political scene in this
country. The question now facing the new conservatives is how to
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handle these new-found gains. In assessing the current situation, con
servatives have reason to be optimistic. We are now in a position to
present an alternative philosophy of government, rather than merely
opposing liberal initiatives. In President Reagan, conservatives have
a charismatic leader and an effective communicator who may well
prove to be the individual to convert the conservative ideology into
governmental practice. In President Reagan, the man and the hour
may have met. President Reagan, like Franklin Roosevelt before him,
came to power because of an economic crisis. Now, the time may be
right for another drastic change in the course of American history,
but the difference will be that this change will be led by tho?e who
oppose New Deal-type programs.
Conservatives have sensed a new tide running strongly in American
life. They believe liberalism has been rejected. It is up to the new con
servatives to develop a policy to respond, in a way liberalism never
did, to the concern of those who make this country work - those
who pay the taxes, who believe in a strong America, and who are the
real strength of America.
In conclusion, I would like to add that I am pleased to be a part
of the new conservatism in this country. I believe that it is a move
ment which is in line with the overwhelming majority of the American
people. As one who has long worked for conservative principles, I
am enthusiastic about the future. I believe that with the alignment
of the electoral strength in the South and West, which are the true
bases of the new conservatism , there is a potential for a long and suc
cessful advocacy of these principles. I certainly hope that we are suc
cessful; so successful that next year, or ten years from now, or even
fifty years from now, speakers can come to this campus and campuses
like it all over this country to speak about the achievements and
promising future of "Conservatism in America:'
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The views presented here are not necessari ly those of The Strom Thurmo nd
Institute of Government and Pub lic Affairs or of Clemson University.
Copi es of t his booklet ca n be obtained from The St ro m Thu rmond Institute,
201 Ma rtin Street, Clem so n U ni versity, Clemso n, S.C. 29631.

CLEMSON U~IVERSITY LIBRARY

THE
STROM THURMOND
INSTITUTE
AT CLEMSON UNIVERSITY

